In edition: artists' multiples in an academic collection Lalita Kaplish and Elizabeth Lawes T he artist's multiple is difficult to define, but could be described as an original artwork produced in an edition of two or more. At Chelsea College of Art and Design, the artists' multiples collection was developed to give students first-hand experience of original work by artists, something that is rarely included in the special collections of art libraries. This article examines the history and development of this unique collection of objects, and how it has enabled the library to play an active part in the life and work of the academic community it serves.
At a time when archives and special collections in libraries are gaining wider attention due to an array of funding initiatives for retrospective cataloguing and digitisation, it may be worth reflecting on the development and function of one very special 'special collection'. The Artists' Multiples Collection in the library at the Chelsea College of Art and Design is particularly interesting because it is largely a collection of objects rather than print or media-based material. Initiated and developed by successive librarians at Chelsea, it is an integral part of the library's collections as a whole.
The artist's multiple is difficult to define; Stephen Bury, farmer librarian at Chelsea, suggested that it was a genre to typify 20th-century art: the artists' multiple offered to the twentieth century an art form that like the products of consumer society is repeatable and denied the uniqueness of the traditional art object'.' The majority of multiples are three dimensional objects, which can take the form of sculptures, prints, phot@rsphs, records, tapes, CDs, etc. What differentiates them from multiple works earlier in the 20th century is the intention to create an edition, the concept of multiplicity playing an important role. Another characteristic often assaciated with artists' multiples is a sense of playfulness, visual punning or joke, as seen, for example, in David Shrigley's Heroin andcocaine salt and pepper pots.
A 'Brit Art' artists of the 195% have a strong presence in the collection, with works by Damien Hint, Tracey Emin, Anya Gallaccio and Sarah Stamn. The majority of these works were acquired directly from galleries, publishers or &a' maihg lists, and a key aspea ofthe collection is the personal relationship which has been developed with some of the artists, such as Peter Liversidge, who began contributing m the Chelsea library eollwinns shnrrly after graduating and continues to do so, as his exhibitiug pmfile increases, with many
In addition m numbered editions, the collection contains a significant amount of ephemeral material, including badges and srickcrs, produced by artists like Bob and RaM Smithin very large, unnumbered or unlimited editions. While this type of material may not adhere to the suia rules ofthe 'edition', the conctprsof mass production and distribution runain the same and indeed are enhanced.
The 1970s
The multiples have their origins in Chelsea's Artists' Books CaUecdon, which was developed by Clive To some extent, format has determined how such ambiguous objects were categorised: artists' books sat on shelves and multiples were in display cases. In the 1970s many dealers in mainland Europe dealt with artists' books and multiples together, for example Daniel Spoerri's MAT press, and Editions Hundemnarkt. To some extent there was a natural crossover between artists' books and multiples, and dealers like Johan Deumens in the Netherlands and Printed Matter in New York continue this tradition today
The 1980s and 1990s
Stephen Bury took on the development of the multiples collection during his time at Chelsea (1978 Chelsea ( -2000 with the aim of acquiring important primary sources, not just about artists, but produced by them. He felt this to be complementary to the function of the Library's slide collection: small objects could be available for s~dents to handle and consider to complement the slides which gave examples of an &ist7s work. The slide coiiection was sienificant to the multinles in another wav: In the 1990s, he bought MdandPinrrrer, a periodical launched at the ICA, comprising a boxed series of small scale multiples by artists such as Martin Creed, Matthew Higgs and Bob and Roberta Smith. This overlap with the periodical format illustrates the flexibility and adaptability of the multiple as a form of artists' production, allowing a wider distribution of original amvorks than ever seen before.
Other iduences on the development of the collection during this time were the decline of prinunaking as a course at Chelsea and the subsequent interest from students in combined media, conceptual art and found objects. Stephen Bury saw the Library's mle as running alongside the especially in London. He already ran an artists' books workshao for students at Chelsea. and planned to develop something similar with artists' multiples.
Works continued to be acquired largely from second hand dealers' cataloeues of artists' books which contained the odd multiple, or from exhibitions at galleries such as the ICA and the Whitechapel Art Gallery. Multiples often accompanied exhibition documentation and were collected as part of the ephemera (private view cards, etc.) documenting the exhibition. (The Library also has an extensive collection of exhibition catalogues and ephemera dating back to the 1940s.') The first multiple purchased by Stephen Bury was Cntbdralr hi~okelia parkc;, originally soid as a suoolement to an exhibition in 1982. From 1985.
. . the pace of acquisition increased as more money became available from the general library funds for purchasing items for special collections. In the early 1990s. as the collection became established. mare artists offered works for sale directly to the collection. The single biggest purchase far the collection from this era, in terms of number of items, was from Sarah Staton'sSnpartore, one of the last boxes sold before its closure in 1998.
In reflects and complements the main book collection and, particularly, the Artists' Book Collection.
[Also] multiples produced by current and Dast students are a orioritv.0 The guidelines also acknowledge budgeting restrictions in acquiring new works. Tbe Library seeks to maintain contacts with dealers and ealleries.
as well as with certain artists, and items bousht from organisations pmbably now account for around 80% of acauisitions. Recent acauisitions far Currently, the collections of both multiples and artists' books are used for teachins ournoses within m, L the Library. Library staff run short introductoty sessions to the collections in which students have an unparalleled opportunity to study and handle original works in a learning environment. Materials in several of the special collections combine to form an overview of an artist's work; an introductory session can feature work by an important and prolific artist, such as Lawrence Weiner, drawing on -examples from collections of multiples, artists' baoks, archival material (such as letters and orieinal sketches), ephemera, exhibition catalogues and monographs. The overriding ethos is that the purpose of the multiples collection is for teaching and that items can and should he handled by students as a part of their studies.
The special collections also seek to reflect the work of academic staff and visiting tutors and artists, so that students can pursue their interests after attending talks, workshaps or seminars. Examales are the recent additions to the multioles collecrion by Gussin (as mentioned above) and Rose ~nn-~elce; Cornelia Parker saw the role of her multioles in the Chelsea collection 'as a catalvst or encouragement to students that ideas can be small as well as big'.' In acquiring work from students (such as Luke Burton's Appendage No. 1 fragment) as well as established artists, the collection not only provides examples for future academic generations, but also goes Some way towards archiving the practice being undertaken within the college. It could be said that the very existence of the rc>llciti,,n. in thir rcrljca. man$ that rhc I.lt,rary i\ iully inregrnred uitl, rhc iclihe liic .,nJ u orl. of rlw college.
In future the collection will continue to focus on This survey of the development of the Artists' Multiples Collection at Chelsea highlights some important issues regarding special collections generally. firstly, special collections, especially in academic art libraries rarely exist in isolation. They tend to be integrated into the wider collections of the library, including the bookstofk and others such as artists' books and slides, all retlecting the interests and needs of teaching, learning, and research in their institution. Secondlv. the historv of the mnltinles , .
collection demonstrates the vital mle of successive librarians at Chelsea. They have been able to take the initiative in creating new collections that meet ,n Smith. Derert norm. 2WO.
